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Books of Note
Book Excerpt:
Peaks and Paths: A Century of the Randolph
Mountain Club
By Judith Maddock Hudson
Randolph, New Hampshire:
Randolph Mountain Club, 2010
266 pages. ISBN: 978-0-615-33155-3.
Price: $29.95 (hardcover)
Editor’s note: In June 2010, the Randolph Mountain Club published Judith
Hudson’s history of the paths and personalities of the northern peaks of the White
Mountains of New Hampshire. The following excerpt is composed of two sections
from the book’s first chapter, “The Pathmakers: Exploration and Trail Building,
1870s–1900.”
There was little lounging on the piazza in good weather in the old days. Early
in the morning, everybody, in costumes as simple as they were suitable, with
a not cumbersome lunch in a paper bag, armed with bill-hook or hatchet,
measuring tape and compass, set out for the mountains. Everybody, under the
inspiration and guidance of Mr. Peek or Mr. Cook or Madame Pychowska,
became pathfinders and path makers.
—George Nelson Cross

Gordon & Starr King. The first explorations of the northern peaks started
around 1851,1 when hardy walkers engaged mountain guides to take them up
Mounts Madison, Adams, and Jefferson. James Gordon of Gorham was the
most sought-after guide, and in 1857, he led the 26-year old Reverend Thomas
Starr King’s party on the first documented ascent of the headwall of the ravine
now named for King.
	Starr King, a Unitarian Universalist minister in Boston and later in San
Francisco, had a brilliant career as preacher, fiery lecturer, and abolitionist.
For the decade 1850–1860, he vacationed in the White Mountains, spending
1

The year in which the railroad came to Gorham.
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nine summers in Gorham. He wrote extensively about the transcendental
beauties of the mountains; these letters were printed in the Boston Evening
Transcript and eventually published in book form. His account in the rapturous prose of the day is drawn from that volume, The White Hills:
How often, in riding along the road in Randolph, where its lines of lifted forest
subside into the verdure of the valley, have I looked with longing up to its sheer
and sharp-edged walls,—and farther up to its smooth-faced ledges blazing
like mirrors with sunshine upon their moisture,—up to the curving rampart
that unites the two sides of the chasm, and supports the mountain’s rocky
spire! There, I have said to myself, the very spirit of the hills is concentrated.
Yet the ravine was generally believed to be unscalable. No guide or
hunter could tell what attractions it concealed. . . . No party, so far as we
could learn, had ever been through it. But Mr. Gordon, who is as much
at home in the woods as a bear, and who gets along without a compass in
their thickets, by having the instinct of a bee, was ready and anxious to take
charge of any person or company that would try to explore and scale it.
Both its sides, its upper plateau, and its far-retreating wall looked full
upon us in shadow so gloomy, as if the old mountain was making one
last and crowning effort to frighten us from our enterprise, and save his
savage chasm from desecration by human feet. . . . Three hours slipped
away quickly, while we were mounting the stony stairs of this unvisited
rivulet that drains the sides of the ravine,—although we had stumbled,
and tested the coldness of its tide in other ways than by drinking, and,
for a great portion of the way, carried our boots full of its liquid ice.
We could not but look with admiration at the quiet and business-like
air and movements of Mr. Gordon, as he went to work with his axe upon
a great tree, felled it, chopped the trunk into two huge logs, stretched
them out before our rude tent, and kindled between them a noble fire.
It was my first experience of “camping out.” I hope it will not be the last.
From . . . just above the line of high trees, it seemed as though we could
reach the summit of the ridge [in] two hours. But here we found the greatest
difficulty of the whole excursion . . . the bottom of the ravine was rather a
gradually retreating stairway of enormous boulders. . . . The huge rocks were
piled in the most eccentric confusion; crevasses, sometimes twenty and thirty
feet deep and spanned with moss, lay in wait for the feet; thickets of scrub
spruces and junipers overgrew these boulders, and made the most sinewy
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opposition to our passage. Every muscle of our bodies was called into play in
fighting these dwarfed and knotty regiments of evergreen.2

The party arrived at the top of the headwall, having climbed six hours from
the previous night’s campsite on the ravine floor. King rhapsodized further
on their surroundings:
The last few rods of the passage out of the ravine led us up a narrow and
smooth gateway, quite steep, and carpeted with grass. We sat some time in
it, looking at the rocky desolation and horror just about us, balanced by the
lovely lines into which the verdure of the western ramparts was broken,—not
knowing what a splendid view was in reserve for us when we should step out
onto the ridge.3

Gordon guided many other parties on the northern peaks during these years.
He is credited with having made a path, around 1860, to the summit of Madison, a route that probably was not much more than a string of blazes that he
alone could interpret rather than an actual cleared path.4
The Civil War slowed the parade of tourists to northern New Hampshire,
but the pace of tourism picked up again in the 1870s.5 Mount Washington
was still the main drawing card for visitors, but, like Starr King, a few intrepid
explorers found summer lodgings with Randolph farm families such as the
Watsons, the Kelseys, and the Howkers. Randolph’s new summer residents
enlisted the services of local men as guides, among them Hubbard Hunt and
Charles E. Lowe.
This book is available through the Randolph Mountain Club’s website,
randolphmountainclub.org.

Thomas Starr King, The White Hills: Their Legends, Landscape, and Poetry. Boston: Crosby,
Nichols, Lee, 1860, pp. 352–359.
3
Starr King, pp. 360–361.
4
By 1883, it was nearly obliterated and had been replaced by other paths. Lucia Pychowska,
“Randolph,” Appalachia, 3, p. 217 (1883).
5
See Guy and Laura Waterman, Forest & Crag. Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 1989,
pp. 79–87.
2
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Best Backcountry Skiing
in the Northeast
By David Goodman
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2010
352 pages. ISBN: 978-1-934028-14-8.
Price: $19.95 (paperback)
It’s late February, and the weather
prognosticators are predicting snow—lots of it.
You’ve got a day off or two just following the predicted dump, and you want to spend a day playing in the backcountry
on your skis, but you’re sick of your usual haunts. You need something
different. Reach for this book. If you are not rewarded with memories of
past trips on the routes described within, then you will be treated to new
possibilities for future adventures.
David Goodman’s book is still the bible. His first edition (showing a skier
with arms way up, wearing navy polypropylene with white sleeve stripes)
was a classic. The second edition (arms down a bit, crouching more, wearing
a breathable parka) added snowboarding, and stretched into two volumes.
This third edition returns to the one-volume format to cover New England
and New York State. Goodman muses in the preface on the changes he’s seen
since he wrote the original back in the late 1980s. Every route has changed,
and some have deteriorated to the point where Goodman no longer feels they
qualify as classics. But the list is still a rich one, offering tours for backcountry
skiers of any ability.
Goodman updates his route descriptions. Most are still here, and a few
have been added. He added a special section for the Tuckerman Ravine skier
and updated the beginning sections on clothing, equipment, mountaineering
skills, and avalanches.
	One of the real treats is Goodman’s sense of history. He will help all backcountry skiers understand where they fit in the short history of skiing in the
Northeast. Don’t make the mistake of only reading route descriptions. Be
sure to read the first chapter, “The Northeastern Renaissance,” and you will
understand the tradition.
The tour descriptions have been grouped into regions within each state,
an improvement over previous editions, in which you had to scan a long list
of tours. The route descriptions continue to summarize key information such
as length, elevation (he does the math to give you the vertical gain and loss),
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maps to use, and difficulty. The “How to Get There” section for each tour
now contains GPS information for the trailhead.
The most striking additions are the new opportunities for skiers in Maine.
The book covers the Maine huts and trails routes near Flagstaff Lake and
the lodge-to-lodge tours in the 100-Mile Wilderness. Although some purists might not consider these hut-to-hut tours to be true backcountry routes
because they are on groomed trails, I, for one, appreciate that they will be
there when my body can’t handle trips to, for instance, the 10th Mountain
Division huts in Colorado.
	I’m adding this one to my library and hoping it will get as much use and
enjoyment as its predecessors.
—Carl Demrow

Quiet Water New Hampshire and Vermont, 3rd Edition
By John Hayes and Alex Wilson
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2010
336 pages. ISBN:978-1-934028-35-3.
Price: $19.95 (paperback)
Guess what: The Green Mountain and
Granite states don’t just boast some of the best
whitewater paddling in the Northeast; they also
offer tranquil lakes, placid ponds, and gently flowing
rivers ideal for poking around in or fishing from
canoes and kayaks.
	In the third edition of Quiet Water New Hampshire and Vermont, authors
John Hayes and Alex Wilson update and expand a guide that originally
contained 63 entries into a more comprehensive volume now featuring
95 suggested itineraries.
Additions include Long Pond in Westmore, Vermont; the lower section of
the Poultney River where it flows into Lake Champlain; and Mountain Brook
Reservoir in Jaffrey, New Hampshire.
The authors also combined several itineraries outlined in previous edition,
appended others, and, as they note, “rechecked all bodies of water to make
sure that new development had not crowded the shores.”
	In addition, the new edition includes global positioning system coordinates to put-ins, a feature that increasingly tech-savvy outdoor enthusiasts
146 Appalachia
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should appreciate but that inevitably may cause old-time purists to grumble
about “the good old days” when they relied on compasses and topographical maps. GPS devices can prevent wandering around looking for a fork,
although it’s not much fun when the battery or signal dies. As always, it’s best
never to rely on just one form of navigational aid.
Anyway, the third edition adheres to the same standards of excellence associated with Appalachian Mountain Club publications: detailed descriptions,
easy-to-read maps, appealing photographs, well-researched routes, and lots of
other helpful and interesting information.
—Steve Fagin

Southern New Hampshire Trail Guide, 3rd Edition
Compiled and edited by Steven D. Smith and Gene Daniell
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2010
252 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-23-0. Price: $23.95 (paperback)
This guide has informed any know-it-all you might find roaming
one of the 25 trails covering the massive but relatively low Mount Monadnock
in Jaffrey, New Hampshire. Like me. Earlier editions taught me that its bare
rocks are the result of forest fires, not natural history.
Before the late 1990s, the region this book covers formed a subsection
of the AMC White Mountain Guide. The expanding and newly blazed trails
south of Lake Winnipesaukee couldn’t fit in the guide anymore. This one
is nearly comprehensive, although some trails I hike, like the Wapack, are
described with broad-brush strokes; you’ll really want to buy a small guide
published by the Friends of the Wapack.
Unlike the White Mountain Guide, this book covers a very wide
geographic area, so there is not a map for everything. The single folded map
in the back flap is the most detailed map of Monadnock I have used; the other
side covers the Cardigan area and Mount Sunapee and Pillsbury state parks.
Some trail maps are on inside pages, too. Road directions and landmarks are
mostly accurate.
	Small omissions include no mention of a water source for the Moose
Lookout Shelter on the Monadnock-Sunapee Greenway (there is water, but
past the shelter turnoff). But this is a useful and thorough guide that I would
recommend to anyone who spends time near these trails.
—Christine Woodside
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Ranger Confidential: Living, Working,
and Dying in the National Parks
By Andrea Lankford
Guilford, Connecticut: FalconGuides, 2010
256 pages. ISBN: 980-0-7627-5263-8.
Price: $16.95 (paperback)
Perhaps the most drama any of us
associate with our national parks was in the
back seat of the family car. Desperate to relieve
the boredom, we played any game that would
annoy siblings without crossing the line that
would finally get the car pulled over. Andrea Lankford’s new book, Ranger
Confidential: Living, Working, and Dying in the National Parks, sears our
souls with drama, wit, and the true day-to-day occurrences in parks that leave
a rowdy game of “slug bug” simpering in the back seat.
Lankford plunges us deep into the tribal lore of National Park Service law
enforcement rangers. She lets us know that park rangers are the most likely to
be assaulted of all federal officers, twelve times more likely to die on the job
than FBI agents. Lankford was a ranger for twelve years, rising to supervise
law enforcement rangers in one of the busiest, most demanding districts in
our national parks: the “corridor” in the Grand Canyon.
Lankford spares us not at all from the gore, terror, and sadness of people
losing their lives or being terribly hurt in these places of extraordinary splendor. We are never allowed to forget the beauty of the setting nor the humanity
of the characters nor, even, the inherent humor. Her plot moves from tale to
tale, coming together in a whole that leaves us nearly shattered.
Lankford introduces us to rangers we come to care about very much:
Mary, who moves with grace and grit through appalling sexism, rearing a
family, and battling virulent breast cancer, to become chief ranger at Lake
Mead National Recreation Area. Chris, who is nearly shattered by suicides
of park visitors, gunfights, and body recoveries that never seem to abate. He
moves to the FBI to recoup.
	I am a Park Service ranger’s wife. Lankford and I both have climbed
with my husband. I have seen Mary wearing a maternity blouse and
shoulder holster. These stories have been part of my life for decades; yet,
Ranger Confidential was no less a punch to the gut.
—Donette Swain
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Our Mountain Trips:
Part I—1899 to 1908;
Part II—1909 to 1926
By Ida Rachel Butterfield James, Lucy Ardena
Butterfield, and Walter H. James;
Edited by Ben English, Jr., and Jane English
Littleton, New Hampshire: Bondcliff Books, 2005
Part I, 168 pages. ISBN 978-1-931271-18-9.
Price: $29.95
Part II, 192 pages. ISBN 978-1-931271-21-9.
Price: $29.95
The early twentieth century was a
transitional period in the White Mountains region,
when family vacations were becoming a wellentrenched middle-class institution, camping and
hiking were replacing leisurely vacations at grand
resorts, and women were becoming equal partners
outdoors. These two volumes capture these changes
vividly, presenting the extraordinary journals of three people who sojourned
frequently into the White Mountains in the early twentieth century: Walter
H. James; his wife, Ida Rachel Butterfield James; and her sister Lucy Ardena
(Dena) Butterfield. Walter’s and Ida’s grandchildren, Ben English, Jr., and
Jane English, have edited the journals and chosen striking family photos. The
resulting books present an intimate record of one family’s experiences. All
three of the journal writers grew up on farms, endowing them with a love of
nature that brims throughout the journals. Walter was raised in Portsmouth,
New Hampshire, while the two Butterfield girls grew up in Dunstable, Massachusetts. All three learned early on to identify birds and mammals. About
her childhood, Ida fondly recalled, “On clear bright mornings I often used to
spend quite a bit of time kneeling at the window in the northwest chamber,
where no trees obstructed the view, looking at the quiet, peaceful outline of
those hills and mountains.”
Walter met Ida in Boston in 1897, and they were married in 1899. From the
start, they journeyed into the mountains together, traveling from their home
in Waltham, Massachusetts, to Mount Monadnock for their honeymoon.
Walter’s position as professor of mechanical engineering at Massachusetts
Institute of Technology freed the couple to continue journeying every summer
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into the Whites. On many of their trips, Dena would accompany Ida and her
brother-in-law.
Walter, Ida, and Dena were all book lovers, and they wrote detailed
accounts of their expeditions. Walter began to take photos in 1905. The
true charm of these volumes lies in the individual voices and memorable
observations of the three writers.
As I read these two volumes, I found myself most fascinated by eyewitness
accounts of how the Whites were evolving in the early twentieth century.
At the beginning of their marriage, Walter and Ida are taking trains
and horse-drawn carriages into the mountains. By the 1920s, they are
driving their Ford Model-T, with sometimes hilarious results because of the
Tin Lizzie’s unreliability. As late as the 1920s, women continued to wear bulky
skirts as they tramp; by the 1930s, they had abandoned such outfits for shorts
and modern-style hiking boots. Many of the photos attest to the increasing
popularity of Appalachian Mountain Club shelters and camps during the first
decades of the century.
The one constant, though, was the connection that the family felt for the
White Mountains, and the family passed along that appreciation to their
grandchildren, who have edited these volumes so lovingly.
—Christopher Johnson

Babes in the Woods: Hiking, Camping, Boating with Babies and
Young Children
By Jennifer Aist
Seattle: The Mountaineers Books, 2010
192 pages. ISBN 978-1-59485-343-2. Price: $16.95 (paperback)
I read B abes in the Woods two weeks before setting out on a
month-long cross-country trek with my husband and our two tweens. Pages
in, I found myself scribbling notes, laughing, and feeling both inspired and
nostalgic. “Mama,” the author quotes her 4-year-old son, “why did God have
to make bugs anyway?”
Having spent the last 13 years wrangling our children into slings, baby
backpacks, pulks, joggers, bindings, tents, sleeping bags, and now, finally,
backpacks of their own, I read Aist’s thorough, thoughtful, and practical
how-to book with both admiration and appreciation. She gets it, I thought.
It’s about the journey and the destination.
150 Appalachia
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The book is by necessity heavy on the practical. But with its many small and
appreciated treats tucked away (quotes from Luciano Pavarotti and George
Carlin), it never feels like a burden. Rather than simply march through the
predictable packing lists and charts, Babes in the Woods happily meanders,
pausing for literary asides, clever trivia, and moments of personal triumph
and defeat.
The book is easy to use. Written in four sections—“Taking Care of the
Basics,” “Transporting Little Ones on the Trail,” “Having Adventures,” and
“Connecting with Nature”—Babes in the Woods packs in dozens of tips,
checklists, a resources guide and bibliography, and lots of no-nonsense
charts. Although we’ve outgrown the need for “Choosing a Child Carrier,” I
dog-eared the “No Fail Recipes” page.
By the time I finished the book, I had two pages of notes for our trip and
a half-dozen pages marked with stickies. Most important, I had this line:
“Twenty years from now,” Mark Twain is quoted, “you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did. . . .
Explore. Dream. Discover.”
—Catherine Buni

The Northern Forest Canoe Trail: The Official Guidebook
By The Northern Forest Canoe Trail, Inc.
Seattle: The Mountaineers, 2010
302 pages. ISBN 978-1-59485-061-5. Price: $24.95 (paperback)
This is an exemplary guide, practical and concise, representing
the culmination of more than a decade of effort to designate a water trail
through the north woods of four contiguous U.S. states and a bit of Canada. The trail runs 740 miles from Fulton Lake in New York’s Adirondack
State Park to Fort Kent on the St. John River at the very northernmost point
of Maine.
The creators of this route envisioned the project, scouted the route, consulted the various jurisdictions, developed maps and this guidebook. This
commitment echoed similar land-based efforts that have preserved so much
we enjoy today. The Northern Forest Canoe Trail advocates saw across political divisions and current patterns of land use to a system of drainages that
once offered the only practical way to cross this heavily forested region.
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The guide is coordinated with a series of excellent purpose-made maps
detailing the route west to east (more downstream that way.) The website.
NorthernForestCanoeTrail.org allows you to look up current conditions and
plan a trip.
—Malcolm Meldahl

The Big Burn: Teddy Roosevelt and the Fire that Saved America
By Timothy Egan
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009
324 pages. ISBN: 978-0-618-96841-1. Price: $27 (hardcover)
Considering an area the size of Connecticut (about three
million acres) burned in only two days, it’s remarkable how little the
Great Fire of 1910 is remembered. The nation’s largest wildfire was faster
than a galloping horse and at times 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit. Walls of flame
destroyed virgin forest in rugged western Montana, Idaho’s panhandle, and
northeast Washington, killing 87 people, including 78 firefighters. Five towns
were left in ashes.
The fire’s legacy still marks conservation politics, forest policy, and
American attitudes toward wildfires. National Book Award–winning author
Timothy Egan refreshes our collective recollection with a novelist’s verve and
eye for detail.
Egan spins a gripping disaster story of heroics and tragedy and tells of a
nascent U.S. Forest Service struggling for self-respect. He breathes life into
conservation titans President Theodore Roosevelt, who had left office a year
earlier, and his chief forester Gifford Pinchot. Together, they battled for protection of newly designated public lands against grasping railroad and timber
barons whose congressional allies, such as House Speaker Joseph Cannon,
who declared, “Not one cent for scenery!”
For the generations weaned on Woodsy Owl, Smokey Bear, and smiling
rangers in campaign hats, it’s difficult to grasp the antipathy of westerners
toward the five-year-old Forest Service. Rangers faced verbal abuse and
violence from locals who poached timber and encroached on federal lands.
They were considered overeducated, soft, eastern elites without the guts to
handle the rough-and-tumble West. Especially after Roosevelt left office,
powerful enemies of the USFS in Washington, D.C., kept salaries ridiculously
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low, starved the agency for needed funds, and then excoriated rangers for
incompetence.
A woefully unprepared USFS fought the 1910 fire with 10,000 largely
untrained men, including laborers, immigrants, and soldiers. Despite failed
suppression efforts, tales of courageous rangers turned the tide of public opinion in the agency’s favor. Foremost was Ed Pulaski, who led his crew to safety
in a mine near Wallace, Idaho, fighting fire at the mouth of the shaft as his
men passed out. When one later tried to leave, he threatened the man with
his pistol. Most of the group survived because of Pulaski’s quick thinking and
preternatural endurance.
Egan asserts that the Big Burn ended congressional opposition to
establishment of eastern national forests, making possible passage of the
Weeks Act in 1911 and creation of the White Mountain National Forest.
Perhaps the most significant and controversial result was a Forest Service that
saw fire suppression as job number one. Although it began unraveling near
the beginning of the 21st century, this objective still consumes nearly half the
agency budget. Egan calls it “a mission at odds with the course of the natural
world and common sense.”
The Big Burn reminds us that the creation of our national forest system
was laborious and uncertain. Readers will renew their appreciation for public
lands and, one hopes, find new energy to protect them.
—David K. Lef

Halfway to Heaven: My White-knuckled—and Knuckleheaded—
Quest for the Rocky Mountain High
By Mark Obmascik
New York: Free Press, 2009
273 pages. ISBN: 978-1-4165-6699-1. Price: $15 (paperback)
Some men experiencing mid-life crises buy red sports cars or
engage in pursuits not conducive to happy marriages, but Mark Obmascik
chose a less-risky route by climbing all 54 of Colorado’s 14,000-foot-plus
mountains.
Left to less capable minds and feet, this book could have been a formulaic
addition to the aging-male-holds-onto-mojo genre. But Mark Obmascik
knows his way around the mountains. He also writes well. He was the lead
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writer for the Denver Post team that won the 2000 Pulitzer Prize and winner
of the 2003 National Press Club award for environmental journalism. This
book won the 2009 National Outdoor Book Award for Outdoor Literature,
and it’s now out in paperback.
	It’s a hilarious, touching, and inspiring read. We first meet Obmascik as
an overweight stay-at-home father of three sons. One of the boys calls from
summer camp to say he was ecstatic about having just climbed Pike’s Peak.
Obmascik hits the gym so that he can climb with his son. We meet a motley
assortment of climbing companions, including an oboist in a Hebrew salsa
band and a burrito-eating beer guzzler.
	Some of the high-drama, dangerous moments come when he’s just trying
to get to the trailhead. Like the old cruise-ship advertisements, getting there
is half the fun.
—Steve Fagin

100 Classic Hikes in New England
By Jeffrey Romano
Seattle: The Mountaineers Books, 2010
256 pages. ISBN: 978-1-59485-100-1. Price: $21.95 (paperback)
Jeffrey Romano sets an ambitious agenda with this book.
He might as well have set out to write about the best lakes in Minnesota.
But he has wisely selected these 100 adventures that span a broad range
of experiences from modest day hikes along the coast to challenging mountain climbs.
This is a handsome volume, printed on heavy, glossy stock and enhanced
by a generous assortment of Romano’s lush photographs, along with fullcolor topographic maps blown up to an easy-to-read size.
Gazing at the Davis Path in New Hampshire’s White Mountains, Mount
Pisgah in Vermont’s Green Mountains, Black Rock Beach on Block Island,
and Tumbledown Pond in Maine makes you feel as if you were right there, or
at least makes you wish you were there.
The hikes are organized by geographic region and listed in an “at-a-glance”
chart that organizes them by features and length of hike.
A minor quibble: It would have been helpful to include the location of
the hikes on that chart. I also noticed two small errors in sections about
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trails I know well. In his description of Bluff Point State Park in Groton,
Connecticut, near where I live, Romano writes that Connecticut purchased
the property in 1963; in fact, the purchase came in two sales a decade apart.
And technically, the sandy spit of land at the end is not commonly called
Bluff Point Beach, but Bushy Point.
To climb Saddleback Mountain in Rangeley, Maine, Romano outlines an
11.6-mile, round-trip route on a section of the Appalachian Trail to the summit that requires nine hours of strenuous hiking. I have taken this path many
times to a 4,116-foot peak that offers superlative, panoramic views—but more
often, I have followed a shorter course near a ski area that offers the same
rewards in about a third the distance and time.
	I don’t necessarily advocate taking shortcuts, but small children and older
hikers might not want or be able to tackle the longer route.
These minor details do not detract, though, from the elegance of
Romano’s volume, a worthy addition to any dedicated hiker’s bookshelf.
—Steve Fagin

Hiking the Adirondacks: A Guide to 42 of the Best Hiking
Adventures in New York’s Adirondacks
By Lisa Densmore
Guilford, Connecticut: FalconGuides, 2010
221 pages. ISBN: 978-0-7627-4524-1. Price: $18.95 (paperback)
True confession: In decades of tramping up and down
mountains throughout the Northeast, I’ve tended to aim toward the big
peaks.
	In recent years, I’ve come to realize that in limiting my itineraries to loftier
climes I’ve inadvertently overlooked countless worthy adventures.
Lisa Densmore’s book may very well steer me in a new direction.
Although it does include Mount Marcy, New York’s tallest peak, Densmore
focuses on routes to such lesser-known destinations as Poke-O-Moonshine,
Vanderwhacker Mountain, and Nun-da-go Ridge. This is neatly organized, well-written, descriptive, and informative, with helpful maps, charts,
and illustrations.
—Steve Fagin
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No Way Down, Life and Death on K2
By Graham Bowley
New York: Harper Collins, 2010
304 pages. ISBN: 978-0-06-183478-3.
Price: $25.99 (paperback)
In the early days of mountaineering
in the Himalaya and the Karakoram, the expedition
story, including any tragic events, was told or glossed
over in the expedition book. As we all learned later,
this often was not the full story, but there were then
no other accounts. When the Himalaya became more crowded, several or many
expeditions tried the same mountain in the same season, and there no longer was
a unique official account of any tragic outcome. Thus, the need arose for what
we may call the extended-accident-report book. The outstanding example is Jim
Curran’s 1987 K2, Triumph and Tragedy (The Mountaineers) discussing the
1986 deaths on that mountain. Curran, a competent mountaineer, was there,
but, in his role as climbing cameraman, he was able to stand outside the
several organizations suffering losses and write an account both knowledgeable and apparently objective.
Jon Krakauer’s 1997 Into Thin Air (Villard), describing the tragic events on
Everest in the spring of 1996, changed the genre, probably forever. Krakauer,
a skilled mountaineer who participated in the events, went far beyond the
observational and objective role. But his personal and cathartic account was
an enormous critical and commercial success—undoubtedly the most successful mountaineering book of the late twentieth century.
No Way Down is the outcome of an interesting experiment. Reporter
Graham Bowley was selected by his New York Times editor to cover the tragic
2008 season on K2 where eighteen mountaineers made the top and eleven
climbers died—all in just two days in August. (For a description of the tragedy,
see Alpina in this issue.) Bowley had never been interested in mountains or
climbing (he covered business for the Times), had never seen the Karakoram,
and had never written a book. Nevertheless, he made the investigation of
the tragedy a major part of his life for a year and a half, interviewed hundreds
of people, and accumulated a massive store of pertinent primary and
secondary data.
The result of Bowley’s intense effort is a remarkable collection of notes
that might have produced a good narrative of the complex series of events.
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However, as the notes are presented in the book—unedited or poorly
edited—they merely reproduce the confusions of those he interviewed. Of
course, these individual confusions are “truth” in some sense, but the reader
needs—indeed, rightfully demands—the ordered and rational story that
Bowley never provides. No Way Down does try to duplicate the handsome and
effective formatting of Into Thin Air, but that too does not quite come off.
The book is not “An Into Thin Air for a new century,” but is better characterized as a failed experiment.
—Jeffery Parrette

Letters
Dear Editor:
Catherine Buni’s essay (“This Counts as a School Day,” Summer/Fall 2010),
about taking a group of eighteen third-graders from East Montpelier (Vermont)
Elementary School up Stowe Pinnacle, did not talk about the environmental
problem of taking large groups up a mountain. I wish she had talked about
the ethics of this and the importance of breaking down the groups in the “All
School Hike” to not more than ten (as the U.S. Forest Service recommends)
and two leaders. Even if this weren’t possible to do, I wanted to know her
thinking on it.
	I’m not looking to be critical of Catherine Buni but to remind readers,
especially those who work with kids, of their power and responsibilities.
It’s my belief that if limiting the size of hiking groups is the organizers’ top
priority, it will be done. It might take quite a bit of extra effort, but teaching
young kids how to take care of their environment is worth that.
Children need to learn, first off, how important it is to be respectful of the
fragile mountain environment, where large groups have a disproportionate
impact on the trail. People don’t have automatic instinctual sensitivity of how
to act while walking up a trail or around a summit. This kind of sensitivity
can’t be taught or maintained in large groups.
—Laura Waterman, East Corinth, Vermont

WINTER/SPRING 2011 157

Appalachia_WS2011_FINAL_11.17.indd 157

11/17/10 2:13:16 PM

“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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